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 In 2004 the Shueisha Company, publisher of the famous serialized Jump manga 
magazines, came under fire for the content of the coming issue of Kuni ga Moeru [The 
Country is Burning]. This weekly-serialized manga followed the story of a Showa era 
bureaucrat’s life through the Pacific War period. Kuni ga Moeru and weekly Jump manga 
magazine came under fire in the autumn of 2004 after publishing a chapter that directly 
confronted the Japanese actions in Nanjing during the Pacific War.1 On October 13th, 
2004, the series was suspended after public pressure came from right-wing politicians, as 
well as complaints from some of the Japanese readership.2  The controversy over Kuni ga 
Moeru came only a few years after a textbook controversy in Japan over the Ataraashi 
Rekishi Kyokasho [New History Textbook], which was criticized by Chinese, Korean, and 
even some Japanese citizens, for erasing or portraying the past inaccurately.3  Within 
Japan, discussions of memory have become politicized to the point that even a comic 
book for young adults became a battleground for historical interpretation between 
Japanese nationalists, historians, the global historians of Japan, and the East Asian 
community. After this controversy about historiography in comics, manga depictions of 
the Nanjing Massacre have been avoided due to the fact that the most popular manga 
company with the highest serialization numbers experienced such a public relations 
nightmare. Japan, however, has not shied away from historical comics, and comics and 
anime covering wartime tragedy in Japan remain a mainstay genre on the archipelago. 
  
 Historical comics have seen modest popularity worldwide, from comics about 
Captain America’s exploits in World War II, to the wanderings of Rurouni Kenshin 
during the Meiji Era.4 Some comics have been more “accurate” than others, and some 
embrace fiction after adopting a semi-historical setting. Regardless, comic publishers 
continue to find historical comics popular enough to publish, despite a general decline in 
paper readerships due to online readerships and piracy. Comics become a very appealing 
outlet for historical interpretation because they do what photographs or academic journals 
cannot by adding a visual element to historical narratives. Use of speech bubbles and 
lines that depict movement and energy add a human element to comics. Furthermore, 
visuality can portray situations as pictured by the artist’s mind and are not restricted by 
the boundaries of temporality that most documents and primary accounts are. In other 
words, visual portrayals can, at least, attempt to recreate or resemble an actual event as it 
happened, without the restraints of live action effects. Comics construct history like 
academic articles or textbooks; however, they serve to actually convey what a tragedy 
was like for individuals who experienced horrific events by visualizing the experience of 																																																								
1 Hiroshi Motomiya, Kuni Ga Moeru (Tokyo: Shueisha, 2005). 
2 Phillip J. Cunningham, “Jumping to the Right,” The Asia-Pacific Journal 3 (February 
15, 2005). 3	Kanji	Nishio,	Atarashī	rekishi	kyokasho	[New	History	Textbook]	(Tokyo:	Fusosha,	2000).	
4 Nobuhiro Watsuki, Rurouni Kenshin, vol 1 (Tokyo: Shueisha and Viz Media, 1994); 
Stan Lee, Captain America, 1 (New York: Marvel Comics, 1968). 
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those individuals. This elicits a sympathetic response in a way academic articles, 
constrained by objectivity and a single medium, cannot.  
 
 Though comics depicting tragedy in East Asia tend to follow canonical historical 
narratives, they also simultaneously subvert canonical histories by showing individual 
characters as multifaceted, complex individuals who may blur the lines of victim and 
antagonist within the narratives. The focus on the individual allows for a complex and 
nuanced understanding of human action in the immediate aftermath of historical 
tragedies, which is something that textbook interpretations lack.5 Furthermore, it can 
show these actions and accounts in a visual context as they unfold, instead of relying 
solely on verbal accounts.  Comics may be historical fiction, but they visualize and 
convey historical events in a dynamic way through the lens of constructed beings, 
allowing for a simulation of how history unfolded on an individual level.6 
 
 This article seeks to explain how tragedy is remembered and disputed in East Asia 
by examining how events like the Nanjing Massacre and the Atomic Bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki have been remembered and reinterpreted in a historiographical 
manner in comic books. First, I shall examine how comics are vehicles for 
historiographical narratives and how scholars theorize non-traditional historical 
narratives, such as the works of the Subaltern school, and of the popular culture scholar 
Jerome De Groot. The next section examines examples of canonical history in the form 
of textbooks, and how alternative histories function differently in an East Asian Context. 
Next in chapter one, I will examine materials about the Nanjing Massacre, and how the 
tragic narrative constructed in the comics function as historical narratives. Chapter two’s 
emphasis is on Japanese comics about the Atomic Bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
This section details how Japanese alternative comic book histories often function in the 
same way as those pertaining to the Nanjing Massacre from Chinese sources. The 
employment of similar narratives outlines that narratives about the Atomic Bombings and 
Nanjing Massacre have similar goals. They seek to educated their consumers, and elicit a 
sympathetic response.  
  
 Scholars of the Subaltern school have deconstructed canonical history in the 
South Asian context. Scholars such as Partha Chatterjee and Shahid Amin have taken 
issue with canonical history and issues of memory using India as their primary lens. 
Amin coins the term “alternate history” as history that deviates from state-based 
narratives and is often shaped by the memories of those who are marginalized or ignored 
by the nation-state. In the case of historical comics, because of the emphasis on 
individuals who lived through the horrific events, the comics reflect the alternative 
history of a nation, or rather the memory of the public. In contrast to the dichotomy 
created by Chatterjee and Amin, alternative histories regarding national tragedy are not 
inherently antagonistic with state sanctioned canonical history. Alternative histories, or 
histories outside the control of the nation state tend to augment state narratives of tragedy 																																																								
5 Carol Sliwka, “Connecting to History Through Historical Fiction,” Language Arts 
Journal of Michigan 23, Twenty-First Century Literacy (2008): 60–65. 
6 Jerome De Groot, Consuming History (London: Routledge, 2009), 292. 
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simply by showing the effects of the event on a smaller, more personal level. These 
narratives are often the narratives of subgroups or individuals within the nation-state, 
who were effected by tragic events. These alternate histories emphasize he alternative 
perspective, while not inherently contradicting the national canon. This is largely because 
actors from other separate nation-states enacted war tragedies, like the Atomic Bombings 
or the Nanjing Massacre.   
 
 Amin calls for historians to look at and examine the alternative histories of the 
populace within a nation state, which may deviate from or elaborate on the nation-state 
based narrative spouted as truth. Chatterjee introduces the concept of “vernacular 
history,” which similarly calls for historians not to exclude narratives outside the 
academic center (often based in the Anglo-Saxon academic tradition), which includes 
individual accounts and non-traditional history writing.7 In the context of East Asian war 
politics, comic book history can be seen as one way that the fragmented memory and 
historical understanding of the populace are made manifest. Therefore, this comic 
vernacular history is worthy of further analysis as the subject of the manifestation of 
memory and historical understanding.  
 
 Alternative histories should not be understood as a perfect solution for the 
deconstruction of a nation’s canon. Chatterjee notes that because vernacular histories 
often display their prejudices in the open, they often cause political uproar, and are 
contested angrily.8 This is evident considering the negative reaction of nationalist factions 
within Japan to the comic Kuni ga Moeru. Despite politicization of historical narratives, 
Chatterjee does state, “effective histories are being made in the vernacular.“9 Comic book 
histories are one such type of effective vernacular history   
 
 Additionally, vernacular/alternative history, or in this case, comic history and 
canonical history, are not necessarily a binary such as Chatterjee and Amin have 
described. Particularly in the age of mass media, “canonical history” and non-canonical 
history blur together, and also become more varied as information is readily available. 
This blurring, however, does not detract from the influence or importance of alternative/ 
vernacular histories. Partha Chatterjee stated that it “would be too quick to identify all 
vernacular history as belonging to the domain of the popular but the hypothesis is 
certainly worth exploring.”10 While the popular may not be the only representative of 
vernacular or alternative history, the popular is, at least, one form of alternative history 
that informs the collective memory of society within a community just as much as overt 
canonical history does.  
 
 With the exception of Kuni ga moeru, historical comic books about the Nanjing 
Massacre, however, predominantly align themselves with the general arguments and 
beliefs of the canonical history of the nation-state they are created for. In other words, 																																																								
7 Partha Chatterjee, History in the Vernacular (Bangalore: Permanent Black, 2008), 1. 
8 Ibid, 21. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
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comics about wartime tragedy written within the nation-state that experienced an 
historical tragic event are likely not to subvert, but rather to bolster the national narrative 
of the incident.  The comic representations of tragedy, however, often go a step further 
and humanize the incident by providing images of the events and characterization of 
individuals who experienced the event to elicit sympathy in the reader. These personal 
stories of the individual constitute a vernacular history separate from the macro 
interpretation of a nation-state’s canonical history. While the nation-state’s canon deals 
with the macro-implications of an event such as the atomic bombings or the Nanjing 
Massacre, comic narratives seek to add to the canonical narrative by humanizing it with 
specific, though mostly fictitious, accounts of how it was experienced on an individual 
level.  Portrayals of tragic events such as the atomic bombings or the Nanjing Massacre 
in popular culture reveal an intersection of non-canonical history and nation-states’ 
canonical narratives. Furthermore, vernacular comic history is effective at conveying the 
experience of individuals during events of mass tragedy.  
 
On the Construction of Memory 
 
 
 Society, when referring to understandings of history, often uses a constructed 
collective memory. Collective memory can be understood as the understanding or shared 
pool of knowledge of a society or communities.11Multiple and contradictory collective 
memories exist and also overlap with each other with endless variation depending on any 
individual understanding of historical events. On the macro-level, a nation-state’s 
canonical history, often circulated through historical education standards within a nation-
state, contributes to the nation’s collective memory in regard to the history of the body of 
space and people that make up the nation.12 The canonical history portrayed by the 
nation-state often wins out over more marginalized or illegitimate narratives. One area 
where the canonical and often linear nation-state based portrayal and the fragmented, 
multifaceted non-canonical portrayal of history intersect and convey similar messages is 
when remembering a national tragedy that was caused by an outside nation-state, natural 
disaster, or force.  
 
 Memory and history are not synonymous. French scholar Pierre Nora states that 
memory is “life borne by living societies,” while history is “the reconstruction, always 
problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer.13 Popular history and the narratives 
perpetuated by nation-states often function as problematic, incomplete reconstructions 
that solidify as collective memory. Collective memory is the societal understanding of the 																																																								
11 Wulf Kansteiner, “Finding Meaning in Memory: A Methodological Critique of 
Collective Memory Studies,” History and Theory 41 (May 2002): 180. 
12 Zheng Wang, “National Humiliation, History Education, and the Politics of Historical 
Memory: Patriotic Education Campaign in China,” International Studies Quarterly 52 
(2008): 783; Kansteiner, “Finding Meaning in Memory: A Methodological Critique of 
Collective Memory Studies,” 180.  
13 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Memorie,” Representations 
26, Special Issue: Memory and Counter- Memory: 7–24, 8. 
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past, but this understanding becomes diluted with the multitude of different historical 
constructions that claim truth. Contemporary comic narratives function as historical 
narratives because they are reconstructions of the past and experiences of individuals. A 
feedback loop is created, where imperfect historical narratives are born from original 
memory, and then serve to inform contemporary collective memory.  
 
 Creating a historical narrative that can be enshrined and collectively remembered 
is a process rarely devoid of conflict. Politicians, historians, and interest groups are 
known for rallying around tragic events and framing the narrative of any particular event 
to serve their political, academic, or business purposes.14 When a tragedy befalls a nation-
state at the hands of another nation-state, the nation’s various conflicting ideologies, 
opinions, and interpretations of memories are more unified than in general political 
discourse, often by “othering the enemy.” When examining the Nanjing Massacre and 
historical interpretation in China, there is no argument over the legitimacy of the damage 
and violence wrought by the Japanese military. Additionally, in Japan, it is generally 
accepted that the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were unjust acts of war 
that were too cruel, even for a wartime enemy, to inflict. Tragedies create at least 
partially unified narratives, with aspects that most groups or communities within a 
nation-state can agree on. The similarities in narratives between canonical textbook 
history and popular media, such as movies or comic books, show how collective memory 
of tragedy often plays out in a nation-state. Furthermore, examining the historiography of 
the nation that caused said tragedy, often offers a directly conflicting narrative that 
refutes the collective memory of both the canonical and non-canonical factions within the 
victimized nation-state.  
 
 For Japan and China, the construction of national history and even national 
identity came into question in the post-war period, due to the Communist Civil War in 
China, as well as, the American occupation of the Japanese islands.15 The struggle for 
defining collective memory and historical understanding in Japan was explained by 
Sebastian Conrad in his book, The Quest for the Lost Nation. Conrad’s study focuses 
mostly on the post-war historiography of Germany and Japan, but his analysis of memory 
and victimization can be applied to other nation-states as well. Conrad asserts that the 
post-war Japanese and German historiographies were upended as a result of national 
tragedy and defeat.16  
 
 Conrad states that Japanese historians were attempting a “reconfiguration of the 
nation’s core.” This entailed trying to redefine what it meant to be Japanese by examining 
the past and reinterpreting it. Conrad goes on to explain that Japanese national historical 
understanding began to deemphasize the importance of the nation opting for a more 
																																																								
14 Michael Kammen, The Mystic Chords of Memory (Vintage Books, 1993), 13. 
15 Sebastian Conrad, The Quest for the Lost Nation: Writing History in Germany and 
Japan in the American Century, The California World History Library 12 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2010), 79. 
16 Ibid, 237. 
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globalized historical analysis in textbooks and by Japanese historians.17 In the process, 
this promoted the peace narrative popular in Japan after the atomic bombings, and also 
serves to downplay its own actions as a nation-state.18  
 
 In China after the Civil War, the communists also sought a historical 
reconfiguration that contextualized Chinese suffering at the hands of the Japanese and 
defined the nation in a way to fit the new Chinese communist paradigm. Zheng Wang’s 
article, National Humiliation, History Education, and the Politics of Historical Memory: 
Patriotic Education Campaign in China, talks about how history has been constructed in 
China after WWII and what political and cultural motivations there influenced the use of 
certain types of historical narratives.19 Chinese students receive an overtly, intentionally 
nationalist history education that emphasizes Chinese victimization during the Pacific 
War.20  Memory in China is hugely oriented by the nation-state, and the state has partial 
control over what historical media is distributed and consumed by its populace, thus 
strengthening the power of national canon.21 
 
 
Popular Culture and Comics as Historical Narrative 
 
 Discussions of popular culture, particularly in the context of Japanese studies, 
have been a rapidly developing topic in recent academic exploration. Scholars like 
Babara Corte and Jerome De Groot have problematized history in the study of 
contemporary popular culture. De Groot’s article in Popular History Then and Now, calls 
on historians to stop ignoring popular media as an arena of discourse for historical 
understanding. He explains that media represents aspects of the past in various ways, 
presenting it as multifaceted and fragmented. De Groot argues that popular culture has an 
effect and impact on historical narratives and national memory. Therefore, the narratives 
told by historical media cannot be ignored.22 Corte and Paletcher, the compilers of 
Popular History Then and Now, assert that historical media is more prevalent and 
accessible than ever, which accounts for how popular history has begun to infiltrate 
national consciousness in a significant way.23 People are frequently offered visual, 
popular interpretations of historical situations that often skew or bend the truth for the 
sake of entertainment.  
 
 Tessa Morris-Suzuki, Ito Go, and Matthew Penny all help to contextualize how 
comics, specifically in a Japanese framework, effectively interpret actual historical 																																																								
17 Ibid, 235-263. 
18 Ibid, 242. 
19 Wang, “National Humiliation, History Education, and the Politics of Historical 
Memory: Patriotic Education Campaign in China.” 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Jerome De Groot, Popular History Now and Then, 293. 
23 Barbera Korte and Sylvia Paletschek, eds., Popular History: Then and Now (New 
Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2011): 7, 9, 293. 
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events. In Manga and its Representation in Japanese History, Matthew Penny asserts that 
“some manga sell because of their presentation and engagement with historical 
information and settings. Manga is a sphere of imaginative representation, not unlike 
fantasy and science fiction in the West that also draws from myth, history, and lore.” This 
assertion can be applied not just to Japan, but also to China, and western countries like 
America. These references to history, myth, and past in media are universal occurrences. 
Comics about the past are popular, and this perpetuates production of historical material 
for entertainment. The history and fiction binary is broken down or at least blurred in the 
media of historical comics. This blurred line between fact and fiction is exactly what 
allows historical comics to insert individual characters into narratives that serve as 
avatars for the reader to experience visual history.  
 
 According to Ito Go, these avatars explain the situation using internal dialogue or 
naigo. The internal monologue conveyed through speech or thought bubbles in comics 
gives individuals experiencing a historical event, or even real historical figures, the 
ability to narrate or convey the logic of their thoughts and actions.24The reader is able to 
relate to the individual’s thoughts and feelings and therefore to personally inject 
themselves into the historical narrative. This adds to a reader’s understanding of the 
historical events.  Naigo effectively makes history, particularly tragic history like the 
Nanjing Massacre or Atomic Bombing, relatable for consumers of historical media. 
Though naigo is fictitious narration, it allows for a hypothetical lens into the thoughts or 
feelings of individuals who experienced past events.  
 
 De Groot and Tessa Morris-Suzuki both assert that historical imagery or visuality 
is an effective tool for conveying information about historical events and daily life.  
Morris-Suzuki states that comics are “unbounded by the codes of realism embodied in 
photography and film, the comic book can make visible images of the past that would 
otherwise be lost.”25  A specific example Morris-Suzuki uses is the comic Barefoot Gen 
and how it depicts the explosion of the atomic bomb over Hiroshima from ground level. 
This is something that can only dynamically be recreated from memories using visual 
media, showing the strength of comics. De Groot’s term, “historical visuality,” 
functionally explains how visual media like comics can recreate a historical setting 
through construction and recreation.26 Comics are therefore able to convey massive 
amounts of information about history using subtle visuals. Buildings, clothes, weapons, 
etc., can all be drawn and recreated in a reconstructed context through the use of images. 
These reconstructions visually convey what existence may have been like in particular 
lost temporalities. 
 
 																																																								
24 Ito Go, “Particularities of Boys Manga in the Early 21st Century: How Naruto Differs 
from Dragon Ball,” Intercultural Crossovers, Transcultural Flows: Manga/Comics 
Global Manga Studies 2 (2012) Kyoto Seika University International Manga Research 
Center: 11. 
25 Tessa Morris-Suzuki, The Past Within Us (New York: Verso, 2005): 158, 159. 
26  Jerome De Groot, Consuming History (London: Routledge, 2009), 26. 
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The Canon of Tragedy: Japan and China   
 
     In Japan, most students believe that the Nanjing Massacre occurred. Japanese 
middle school history textbooks from the 2000s all at least mentioned the “Nanjing 
Massacre” or used less severe language referring to the event as the “Nanjing Incident.” 
Japanese textbooks, however, have little to no description of what occurred during the 
event.27 Furthermore, despite mentioning the Nanjing Massacre, there is political pressure 
in Japan from right-wing textbook revisionist groups to downplay or remove explanation 
of the events from the curriculum.28 Within Japan, the national canon recognizes the 
event but downplays its importance because of conflicting interpretations of historical 
memory the Japanese populace.  
 
     China’s textbook canon is in direct contrast to Japan’s, and gives extensive detail 
about the event. Chinese textbooks often put figures for deaths in Nanjing upwards of 
300,000 people.29 This contrasts Japanese numbers that can usually range anywhere from 
20,000 to 250,000, depending on the publication source within Japan.30 Chinese 
textbooks often provide personal stories and incorporate victims’ suffering even into their 
curricula in schools. Furthermore, because the central government completely controls 
education materials and textbook production for public schools, it is safe to assume that 
this narrative is the national canon according to the Chinese government. Within China, 
there is nothing subversive or revisionist about emphasizing the damage of the Nanjing 
massacre.31  
 
     Japanese textbooks, like Chinese textbooks, do give thorough detail when 
referring to the tragedies that befell Japan during the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. Textbooks like the hotly controversial New History Textbook, as well as more 
widely accepted textbooks like Middle School Social Studies by publisher Nihon Bunkyo 
Shuppan or Middle School Social Studies: History by publisher Kyoiku Shuppan tend to 
emphasize the event because the bombings are considered to be universally important to 
the canon of the Japanese nation-state. 32  Like Chinese textbooks about Nanjing, 																																																								
27 Joji Fuji, Hayashi Toshihiko, Mizūchi Toshio, Chūgaku shakai rekishiteki [Middle 
School Social Studies: History] (Tokyo: Kyoiku Shuppan, 2006). Nihon Bunkyo 
Shuppan Publishing, Chūgaku shakai [Middle School Social Studies] (Tokyo: Nihon 
Bunkyo Shuppan, 2006). 
28 Mark Selden and Yoshiko Nozaki, “Japanese Textbook Controversies, Nationalism, 
and Historical Memory: Intra- and Inter-National Conflicts,” The Asia-Pacific Journal 7: 
(June 15, 2009). 
29 Gi-Wook Shin and Daniel C. Sneider, eds., History Textbooks and the Wars in Asia: 
Divided Memories, Routledge Contemporary Asia Series 31 (London; New York: 
Routledge, 2011) 77 . 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Nishio, Atarashii Rekishi Kyokasho[New History Textbook] (Tokyo: Fusosha, 2000). 
Nihon Bunkyo Shuppan Publishing, Chūgaku shakai rekishiteki [Middle School Social 
Studies: History]. 
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Japanese textbooks tend to go into great detail about the bombings, incorporating 
narratives of the tragedy that befell their citizens while minimizing the wrongdoings of 
the Japanese nation-state.33 Even Middle School Social Studies, which was widely used in 
Japan in the late 2000s, relegates the Nanjing Massacre to a sentence, while the Atomic 
bombing proportionally gets a lot more space in the book. 34 As a state that lost the war, 
Japan emphasizes an international historiographical narrative that takes the emphasis off 
of the actions of the nation-state, but rather looks at history globally. In Japan, it is 
common for victims of the bombings to be discussed in schools, much like the victims of 
Nanjing are taught about in Chinese schools.  
     
     For example, in August of 2015, Sasebo Shōgyō Kōkō [Sasebo Commercial High 
School] in Nagasaki prefecture invited an atomic bomb survivor to speak and lecture 
about the horrors that befell her in Nagasaki. She spoke at length about her personal 
experience as a survivor of an atomic bomb. What is notable is that this high school was a 
commercial high school and many students, by their last year, did not even have to take 
history courses. Furthermore, almost all students concentrated on subjects such as 
business English, accounting, and computer management skills. This may demonstrate 
the obvious fact that schools teach national history to everyone; however, it is worth 
noting that specifically, Japanese tragedy narratives take up a significant amount of time 
and space within the curriculum of even a non-academic high school. Furthermore, the 
individual survivor was teaching her personal history and personal narrative within the 
context of a public national school. What this situation demonstrates is that personal and 
alternative histories often can augment or have a joint narrative with canonical nation-
state narratives in the aftermath of a tragedy. In other words, in cases of widespread 
national tragedy, alternative histories and canonical histories of the nation-state often 
work together to present a more cohesive historical narrative.  
      
     Alternative histories and canonical history of the nation-state often convey 
similar messages when a nation experiences large-scale tragedy. Alternative histories 
within comic books tend to focus on personalized stories and smaller scale vignettes of 
large-scale tragic events. They do, however, emphasize damage, tragedy, and loss of life, 
and convey a similar lesson or message to the consumer.  Examining comic book 
histories of tragic events, such as Nanjing 1937, Barefoot Gen, and Yunagi no Machi 
Sakura no Kuni, shows that alternative histories remain partially subversive to national 
canon, but generally do follow the same overarching narrative of tragedy.35 
 
 
 
 																																																								
33 Nishio, Atarashii Rekishi Kyokasho [New History Textbook]. 
34 Nihon Bunkyo Shuppan, Chūgaku shakai [Middle School Social Studies]. 
35 Nick Meland and Zongkai Zhou, Nanjing 1937 (Sichuan childrens Publishing House, 
2014); Fumiyo Kōno, Yunagi No Machi Sakura No Kuni (Tokyo: Futabasha, 2004); Keiji 
Nakazawa, Barefoot Gen: a cartoon story of Hiroshima, v 1. (Tokyo: Shueisha, 
Chuokokoron-Shinsha, 2004). 
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Chapter 1) Alternative Methods of History: Comics and Nanjing 
 
 China, unlike Japan, does not have an entrenched national admiration and pride 
for comic creation. Manga has become an icon worldwide symbolizing Japan, and 
consumers in China often read imported comics from Japan. In the past decade or so this 
has been changing, and Chinese nationals abroad have sought to build up a homegrown 
comic book market in China. Interest in Chinese source material abroad, and comics 
created by Chinese immigrants and second generation families outside of China, have 
also prompted a new wave of comics being created in China. As the comic industry has 
grown, so have the array of topics written about in Chinese comics. Narratives 
emphasizing tragedies, specifically the Nanjing Massacre and other Japanese wartimes in 
China, have entered into the realm of print visual popular culture in China, and abroad. 
This chapter seeks to explain the creation of Chinese comic narratives that emphasize the 
Nanjing Massacre. It charts the narrative techniques and visual methods employed to 
create an understanding or atmospheric historical analysis of the Nanjing Massacre.  
 
 Xu Gei Fei is a Chinese national who immigrated to France in adult life and 
started the Fei publishing house, which primarily produces comic books that are China 
related. Xu Gei Fei’s main markets are in China and France, and comics from the 
publishing house have modest circulation within both countries. Fei stated in an interview 
with Asian Art Newspaper that growing up she came to appreciate Chinese history from 
comic books her father had owned. 36Furthermore, Fei recognized that France has a long, 
venerable history of comic production and decided that her publishing house was going 
to specialize in Chinese historical content in comic book form for the purpose of both 
entertainment and historical education for markets in France and China.37 Despite being 
located in France, this publishing house is quite relevant in Chinese comics markets and 
almost exclusively produces Chinese historical content. One such example of Chinese 
historical comics is Nanjing 1937.  
  
 In October of 2014, Nanjing 1937 was published by the Sichuan Children’s 
publishing house in collaboration with FEI publishing. This joint French and Chinese 
venture was a collaboration between a French author, Nick Meland, and two Chinese 
artists, Zhou Weizong and Zhou Zongkai.38  The comic was meant to be an objective 
examination of personal tragedy resulting from Japanese actions in Nanjing. In an 
interview, Xu Gei Fei stated that she wanted to have an unarguably objective story that 
could not be challenged by historical revisionists.39 This is why the Nanjing 1937 project 
chose a European author to narrate the Chinese historical narrative. Despite being 
authored by a French writer, the rest of the publishing team, as well as the artists, were of 																																																								
36 Xu Ge Fei, “Profile: Xu Ge Fei,” Asian Art Newspaper, last modified April 1, 2012. 
Accessed March 15t,2016, http://asianartnewspaper.com/article/profile-xu-ge-fei 
37 Ibid. 
38 Liu Kan, 1st Cartoon Book on Nanjing Massacre, CQNEWS, last modified November 
11, 2014. Accessed March 17th, 2016,  http://english.cqnews.net/html/2014-
11/11/content_32556760.htm 
39 Xu Ge Fei, “Profile: Xu Ge Fei.” 
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Chinese origin, and the Chinese Sichuan Children’s publishing house oversaw parts of 
the project. The National Publication Foundation of China placed its official emblem on 
the cover of Nanjing 1937, showing that the narrative is officially sanctioned and 
recommended by state leadership, adding to its societal legitimacy. Nanjing 1937 is in a 
subversive non-traditional medium and is an alternative historical narrative; however, it is 
approved by the nation-state, thus showing how canonical history and alternative 
histories can sometimes work toward the same historical interpretation and goal within a 
nation-state.   Lastly, as a comic book, the impact of the story is conveyed in the visuals, 
which can completely alter the impression of a narrative. The Zhou art team of Chinese 
origin entirely constructed the historical visuality and landscape within the narrative.40 
The work is undeniably Chinese due to the origin of the historical imagery. Despite the 
French authorship, it is evident that Nanjing 1937 is still inherently Chinese and therefore 
can be considered an example of a Chinese alternate comic history of the Nanjing 
Massacre.  
 
 Within America, Chinese-American comic book artist Ethan Young had a 
remarkably similar idea for a narrative about the human suffering of individuals during 
the Nanjing Massacre, published in August of 2015. Young’s graphic novel is a small 
vignette of two Chinese soldiers trying to escape the city of Nanjing.41 Young emphasizes 
the importance of visuality within the graphic novel. In an interview on Comic Book 
Resources Robot 6 website, Young details his inspiration and goals for Nanjing the 
Burning City. Ethan Young explains in this interview that he wanted to expand his 
storytelling ability by creating a story, which could be understood and interpreted just by 
looking at the images.42 He does this using dynamic, easy to understand panel 
compositions, fast pacing, and harsh, simple line work.43 Young believes that images 
constructing the past can convey a historical narrative alone.  
 
 Young is unequivocally American, and therefore Nanjing: The Burning City 
cannot be considered to be truly a Chinese comic in the strictest sense; however, Ethan 
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Young openly admits that he self-identifies as Chinese in addition to American.44 On 
Ethan Young’s webpage, he emphasizes that be was born to two Chinese immigrant 
parents in New York City. Young struggled with a dual-identification growing up. In a 
correspondence, Young stated, “You're not Chinese enough for your family, and not 
American enough for everyone else; you're caught in the middle. You try to honor your 
heritage while craving to fit in.”45 Self-identification and the duality of being a Chinese-
American informed a struggle for young growing up. Furthermore, in an interview with 
Graphic Policy, Young answers,  
 
Being Chinese-American, the 2nd Sino-Japanese War is paramount to my cultural 
identity, even though I grew up in NYC. My mother watched a lot of Sinovision 
when I was a kid, and I distinctly remember seeing China’s parade of weapons 
(which is strange when I look back, because that’s the kind of footage we’re 
getting out of North Korea these days). When I inquired about it, my mother told 
me, in a very direct fashion, “China was hurt during the war. Now we have these 
weapons and no one will ever threaten us again.” That was the mentality I grew 
up with. In high school, I discovered how few of my non-Asian friends were 
aware of China’s involvement during WW2.  In my early 20s, I started learning 
more about the specific battles and events within the 2nd Sino-Japanese War, 
such as the Nanjing Massacre. After leaving college, I wanted to tackle the 
subject right away for my first graphic novel. Part of me felt that it was my ‘duty’ 
to write this story. When you learn about something horrific happening to your 
people, you get filled with a heavy dose of nationalism, which I think is very 
primitive and tribal, but also kinda natural.  After several early drafts, I wisely put 
the project aside when I realized that my skills were not meeting my 
expectations.46 
 
Ethan Young considers his Chinese ethnic background to be essential to his self-
identification to the point that he considers the Chinese in Nanjing to be “his people,” and 
felt filled with nationalism toward China.47 Young’s narrative, therefore, is unique in that 
it was entirely shaped by growing up in an American context, but also inspired by a sense 
of Chinese nationalism.48 Nanjing: The Burning City is not shaded or influenced by the 
Chinese education system or its narratives, but rather, is shaped by a lack of knowledge 
or understanding of Chinese history in the West. Young wrote this narrative because of 
nationalist feelings; however, he also wrote it for a western audience, meaning it is 
intended for an audience that largely does not have preconceived notions of the event 
from a national education system. Furthermore, Young’s motivations for writing the 
graphic novel stem from the desire to educate as well as entertain. Young was aware of 																																																								
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the Nanjing Massacre from his family, but did not know many details until reading Iris 
Chiang’s book, The Rape of Nanking, which partially inspired Young to write his graphic 
novel.  
 
 In his interview with Graphic Policy, he comments that he also sought to educate 
American teenagers and adults who may never have learned about the Nanjing Massacre. 
Young wanted people beyond “history buffs” in America to gain awareness of the 
historical ransacking of Nanjing by the Empire of Japan. 49 This is significant because the 
comic is literally intended to be an educational aid in addition to an enthralling narrative. 
What is clear, however, is that Nanjing: The Burning City, and Nanjing 1937 were both 
made to visually portray the tragedy and educate consumers in western and Chinese 
contexts about the experience of individuals during the Nanjing Massacre. The narratives 
of these stories are intentionally written for educational purposes.   
  
 Unlike contemporary China, Japan has, since the middle of the 20th century, had a 
large and thriving print market for comics and graphic novels. This market became so 
large that in the 1990s millions of Shonen Jump magazines littered subways stations all 
over the country. In 1995 alone, Shonen Jump sold 6.53 million copies in Japan, not 
including their subsidiaries and other named publications.50 Additionally, Japanese 
manga was exported all over the world to Europe, America, China, and Korea. Even 
today, comics in Japan are still extremely popular despite a significant decrease in sales 
in the past two decades.51 Many illegal “scan“ websites feature the comics for free, as 
well as legal online subscription communities.52 Digitization has made it almost 
impossible to measure true readership; however, the community of manga consumers in 
Japan and abroad is significant enough for manga reading websites to still dominate the 
web.  
 
 Within Japan, expectedly, there has been a notable absence of works concerning 
the Nanjing Massacre or other Japanese wartime atrocities in the country’s graphic novel 
canon. In 2005, however, there was one notable exception: Kuni ga Moeru. The publisher 
of weekly Shonen Jump, Shueisha, came under fire for Kuni ga Moeru because it 
depicted the Nanjing massacre as an inarguable Japanese atrocity, but also because it 
based one of the drawings in the comic narrative on a photograph featured in Iris Chang’s 
book, The Rape of Nanjing.53 																																																								
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 The protesters of the original comic stated that the image above “falsified 
history,” because it was based on a photograph that was not taken in Nanjing. In Iris 
Chang’s book, Rape of Nanking, she compiled a myriad of images as proof of Japanese 
atrocities, most of which were labeled accurately. The image used in Chang’s book 
above, however, was not taken in Nanjing at all. Because of this and a few other minor 
inaccuracies, Japanese neo-nationalists argued that Chang fabricated or exaggerated her 
whole book.  Chang’s book was prolific, bringing attention to the Nanjing Massacre for 
the first time in many parts of the world outside of China. Her work clearly impacted the 
writing of Kuni ga Moeru, as well as Ethan Young’s Nanjing the Burning City. Kuni ga 
Moeru’s allusion to the false image in Chang’s work was used as grounds to delegitimize 
the whole narrative in Japan, and was eventually pulled from Jump.54 The company even 
issued an official apology because of its portrayal of falsified history.55 The Japanese 
narrative of Kuni ga Moeru was in line with the narratives of history books and more 
recent Chinese and Chinese-American graphic novels about Nanjing. The backlash from 
the Japanese public shows, however, that there is no master narrative within Japanese 
society, where many individuals and political groups outright refuse to believe that any 
atrocities ever took place in Nanjing at all. This is further reflected by other historical 
controversies that surrounded Japanese 
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textbooks in 2005, regarding the New History Textbook’s discussion (or lack thereof) of 
Nanjing.56 What is made clear by the nationalist backlash is that people in Japan take any 
narrative about Nanjing seriously, even if it is published for teenage readers in a 
serialized manga magazine. The neo-nationalist protesters were concerned that the 
alternative or popular history presented by Kuni ga Moeru would become cemented into 
the collective understanding of Pacific War history in Japan.  
 
 The narrative in Kuni ga Moeru is and was always intended to be a piece of 
historical fiction. In tackling the subject of the Rape of Nanking, the manga was creating 
a narrative that, despite referencing an accidentally fraudulent photo, was supposed to be 
a fictional simulation of what Nanjing was actually like in 1937.  Kuni ga Moeru conveys 
the experience, including murder, sexual violence, and other atrocities in Nanjing, 
through visual narrative.57 The fact that protests against the narrative of Kuni ga Moreru 
occurred, regardless of their validity or lack thereof, demonstrates that historical graphic 
narratives were seen as a type of publication that people were concerned would teach 
history and therefore, affect the nation’s collective understanding of the Nanjing 
Massacre. 
 
 What is clear is that Kuni ga Moeru has a surprisingly similar narrative to that of 
Nanjing 1937, as well as Nanjing: The Burning City. All three use individuals as avatars 
to explain the atrocities that took place in Nanjing. This serves to anchor the narrative 
from a sympathetic point of view. Consumers of these graphic novels relate to the 
characters, which cause sympathetic responses regarding how the characters endure the 
Japanese occupation of Nanjing.58 What is evident is that historical comics almost always 
anchor themselves using similar narrative and visual tools to evoke a sympathetic and 
empathetic understanding of any particularly tragic events. Within Japan, regarding 
narratives about the Atomic bombings and fire bombings, helpless civilians often anchor 
the narrative of the graphic novel and the art is used to visually depict the atrocities in a 
dynamic way that history textbooks and photographs cannot. Comic narratives immerse 
the reader and create an ongoing story that reflects or simulates the passage of time. This 
is different than most academic historical texts, which merely seek to explain what 
happened after the fact. These historical comics are simulations, which, for the most part, 
do not reflect actual events or facts necessarily.  
 
 Chinese historiography on the Nanjing Massacre is clear. It is not disputed that 
the tragedy happened in China, and Chinese estimates of death counts or other atrocities 
often far exceed even liberal estimates within Japan. The story of Nanjing 1937 focuses 
on survivors of the Nanjing Massacre, such as Shu-Qin Xia, an actual survivor of the 
Nanjing Massacre.59  This choice rooted the story in individual testimony regarding lived 																																																								
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experience. The author of the comic consciously chose to anchor it in the primary source 
of a personal testimony. The choice to use the actual story of a real individual adds 
legitimacy and weight to the historical aspect of the book. This choice legitimizes the 
narrative before one even opens the pages of the text. Many Japanese right-wing 
historians have attempted to discredit Shu-Qin Xia, but she won a defamation case in the 
Japanese courts, further legitimizing her personal experience as a primary source claim.60 
This legitimacy makes her story ideal subject matter for a comic that is meant to convey a 
Chinese historiographical point of view. This aspect of Nanjing 1937 grounds the graphic 
novel in something individual and personal instead of just an historical event. The 
personal nature of the actual accounts of victims shows that the comic uses primary 
sources that add narrative weight, and provides real life characters that consumers can 
relate to in the narrative both as a character and an individual.  
 
 Unlike narratives, the historical visuals have to be almost entirely constructed 
from the imagination, aside from a few isolated photographs used for reference. 
Regardless of photographic evidence used for reference, all movement, dynamic 
imagining of how buildings were constructed, how uniforms functioned during 
movement, and how people experienced trauma is visually up to the discretion of the 
artist. It is because of this that the Zhou family featured in the story cannot be said to be 
recreating actual history, so much as a simulation or recreation of what was experienced. 
The style in Nanjing 1937 is not realistic, but it does use color, composition, and imagery 
to recreate emotions or feelings that are associated with the polarizing event.  
 
The Art of Tragedy 
 
 Artistic conventions 
are used to non-verbally 
convey ideas or evoke 
particular responses in a 
reader.61. Art-style helps 
convey to readers what they 
should think or feel while 
consuming visual narratives. 
Color schemes and use of 
lights and darks set the tone 
or feel of a scene, and these 
artistic liberties shade how 
historical comics are 
understood even before the 
actions of the characters or 																																																																																																																																																																					
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events that take place. Young and Zhou’s comics about Nanjing share a dark- gritty art 
style that employs large amounts of shadow, stark lines, and very little or no color.  
 
  The art style of Nanjing 1937 is not meant to be realistic, but rather, uses a sparse 
amount of color and grey-black woodcut images to create a dark tone. In Nanjing 1937, 
the color is used to symbolize the difference between events going on in present day, in 
which victims exist and recount the events they experienced, and the flashbacks to those 
experiences.62 The Nanjing Massacre flashback scenes employ red to depict the sky or 
blood, while scenes of the modern day use a light blue. The image included with the blue 
background shows two men in the present talking about the events in Nanjing, while the 
image with the red and black background uses red as its only color in the composition, in 
this case representing the blood of victims in Nanjing during the Japanese occupation.63 64 
The red and black art motif employed in the Nanjing scenes creates a dismal tone in the 
composition, whereas the images with bright blue backgrounds show peaceful images 
which directly contrast scenes that take place during the Nanjing Massacre. Color is used 
to symbolize the present and the historical. This informs the readers visually of 
temporality in scenes before they read or examine character action.  
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 Young’s Nanjing: The Burning City has a gritty, dark art motif similar to Nanjing 
1937. Young’s book chronicles the attempt of two Chinese soldiers to escape from the 
city. He only uses black, grey, and white in his illustrations, which lack the splash of 
color used in Nanjing 1937. 65 The backgrounds are almost all exclusively black, at least 
in part. There is no indication of a night-day cycle, implying that everything was dark, 
foreboding, or fear-evoking during the Nanjing Massacre. The only hint of light comes 
from implied lights or raging fires in the wake of Japanese destruction. The light reflects 
the actual sacking and destruction caused by the Japanese.  
 
 This shows how artistic conventions can be used to replicate actual historical 
events while also functioning in the particular aesthetic employed by the artist. 
Throughout the comic, characters are constantly portrayed only by silhouette, which adds 
to the shadowy aesthetic of the graphic novel. The environment is dark, the only light 
comes from the city burning, and dark figures have to escape this setting, which is 
intentionally portrayed as horrifying.  
While not necessarily historical, these artists attempt to construct a feeling using 
visuality to convey not just what the environment looked like, but also how the 
environment might have felt or affected the thoughts and feelings of victims within 
Nanjing.  
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Kuni ga Moeru is done in a 
fairly conventional 
Japanese style used in 
manga during the late 1990s 
and 2000s. Unlike the 
graphic novels by Zonkai 
and Young, Kuni ga Moeru 
was a series that followed 
the experiences of a 
fictional Japanese official 
during the Showa Era.66 In 
this picture, he is examining 
a massacre where the 
Japanese army rounded up 
civilians and gunned them 
down in disgust. While this 
image doesn’t use dark 
backgrounds, it does use 
some black shading in the 
sky to imply buildings were 
burning. Also, the buildings 
in the scene were all in 
ruins, and the bodies strewn 
in front of the main 
character all use greys and 
blacks that help indicate or 
convey death. The living 
characters in the panel are a 
lot clearer and more vibrant 
than the dead. This creates a 
visual contrast.  
   
 All three examples 
of comics about the Nanjing Massacre employ similar visual techniques to convey a 
feeling of tragedy that matches the subject matter of the historical events. Dark lines, 
heavy inking, and stark or absent color all feed into the feeling or tone that helps convey 
the factual imagery employed by the artists. The composition type augments and informs 
what a reader should feel or understand in conjunction with images of individuals, 
buildings and uniforms that resemble objects and people from the temporal context of 
Nanjing.  
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Graphic Representations of Sexual Violence in Nanjing Graphic Novels  
 
Iris Chang popularized the Nanjing Massacre’s second name, “The Rape of 
Nanjing.” This was used in large part to convey the massive amount of sexual violence 
that took place in Nanjing during the Japanese occupation of the city. Countless women 
were raped and then murdered by bored Japanese soldiers hounding the streets. 
According to the international military tribunal for the Far East, approximately 20,000 
women were raped, and this is a conservative estimate.67 Sexual violence characterized 
the Japanese occupation of Nanjing, and since then many have employed rape as a 
metaphor for the whole Japanese 
treatment of the city of Nanjing. 
Rape and the violation of women 
is a theme tackled in every 
graphic work on the Nanjing 
Massacre. These comics are 
powerful in large part because 
they can convey rape more 
effectively than a number in an 
old tribunal report. These comics 
show a simulation or reimagining 
of actual lived experience, often 
basing these scenes on the 
testimonies of actual victims. 
People remember and relate to 
visual depictions of human 
beings, and these sexual scenes 
serve to etch the realities of the 
Rape of Nanjing into the 
narratives and therefore the 
minds of the consumers as well.  
 
 In Nanjing 1937 no 
genital penetration is shown, but 
the rape of women is not just 
implied, but is shown using 
facial reactions and depictions of 
human bodies from particular 
angles. One particularly harrowing scene in Nanjing 1937 about the rape of Xia 
emphasizes the sexual atrocities of the Japanese military. This scene in particular 
demonstrates Tessa-Morris Suzuki’s argument that historical comics are able to recreate 
historical experiences that cannot be described adequately in textbook or photographic 
representations.68 In this scene, Xia’s look of horror, attempts to reflect emotions and 																																																								
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reactions that actually occurred when Xia was raped in real life, and subsequently convey 
the experience of rape in Nanjing to the reader.  
 
 Zhou and Zhou do not show the graphic aspects of these sex acts, but opt to show 
the soldier’s facial expressions and contortions while he is raping Xia.69 This page of the 
graphic novel is particularly scarring and graphic. It evokes emotion. Readers are meant 
to feel horror and sympathy on behalf of Zhou, as the images are used to evoke the actual 
historical occurrence of a rape. Grounded in the horrific event of an actual survivor, the 
graphic novel successfully mirrors truth, showing a reflection or visual reconstruction of 
what occurred.  
 
Nanjing 1937 also recounts the relevance of the International Safety Zone set up 
within the city of Nanjing. Foreigners stayed in Nanjing and often helped shelter Chinese 
civilians within the zone because of the actions of the Japanese soldiers. Foreigners, 
however, were not entirely immune to the horrors of Nanjing, however, and were often 
strong-armed into releasing Chinese refugees.70 The caption above shows this when a 
Japanese soldier says something like “such a pretty flower, come with me,” to which the 
American states, “Release her. I am an American citizen and they are my students. You 
have no right.” The Japanese soldier replies, “We have every right, back off.” While this 
exchange is fictional, it is based on actual testimony of survivors.71 It shows how 
Japanese soldiers may have intimidated foreigners with force, and also how they chose 
victims for sexually violent acts.  
 
 Ethan Young’s approach to sexual violence is similar to that of Nanjing 1937, 
while Kuni ga Moeru is more graphic but doesn’t portray an entire rape in the same way 
that Nanjing 1937 does. Kuni ga Moeru implies sexual violence in the image that was 
controversially based on Iris Chang’s book.72 Though the image the drawing was based 
on was proven to be false, the adjusted details in the drawings accurately show a Japanese 
uniform and the violation of a woman in a sexual manner by said soldier. This still 
implies that sexual violence took place in Nanjing, and was perpetrated by Japanese 
soldiers. Thus, this is an example of inaccurate historical visuality within a comic that 
still serves to accurately convey the lived experience and context in Nanjing.  
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 Ethan Young’s more 
conventional approach to the sexual 
violence does not minimize its impact 
on his narrative. His scene of sexual 
violence depicts Chinese soldiers 
behind a wall, outnumbered and hiding 
while Japanese soldiers vocalize and 
describe how they are raping a Chinese 
woman.73 This exchange ends with the 
Japanese soldiers killing her and with 
the Chinese soldiers with a look of 
helplessness and horror on their faces. 
This exchange is emasculating to the 
Chinese male soldiers, who are 
powerless to help civilians in their 
capital city in the face of dishonorable 
violence by the Japanese invaders. This 
scene shows the horror of sexual 
violence, but also demonstrates the 
helplessness of the soldiers who are 
powerless to save the girl and escape 
with their own lives.  
  
 Sexual violence was common 
place in the city of Nanjing. While 
these comics loosely follow the 
accounts of survivors and are informed 
by events in history books, these 
depictions of sexual violence cannot be 
called actual portrayals of history. They do, however, actively convey how sexual 
violence in Nanjing might have been experienced or understood to those who powerlessly 
observed them. Furthermore, the sexual violence and victimization of Chinese individuals 
serves to show the brutality of the Japanese invasion in Nanjing. Graphic novels, through 
characterization and historical visuality, are able to simulate sexually violent events. 
Sexual violence in particular serves to emphasize the tragedy that befell China during the 
Nanjing Massacre, and is emphasized in historical narratives as a major component of 
victimization. By showing this in comic books, these sympathetic portrayals of violence 
serve to emotionally galvanize collective memory by causing consumers to sympathize 
with the history of the nation state through the use of characterization and visual 
depictions.   
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Representing the Protagonists and Antagonists- Chinese and Japanese Representation 
 
 In comics of 
tragedy, those of the 
victimized nation are 
always portrayed as the protagonists, while the invading or 
attacking nation is the antagonist. In Nanjing 1937, Nanjing: the 
Burning City, and Kuni ga Moeru, soldiers are all drawn in 
accurate military uniform. These create stark visual contrasts 
between Japanese and Chinese characters, as well as between 
soldiers and civilians. Additionally, the Chinese soldiers tend to 
look haggard or beat up, while the Japanese soldiers all seem 
very clean and put together in most scenes. This sets up a visual 
contrast regarding the circumstances and power dynamics 
between the two groups. The visual cues help keep the two sides 
straight for the viewer before reading dialogue between 
characters.  
 
 Young’s costuming of both Japanese and Chinese 
soldiers is accurate, because he used photographs as references to 
accurately display the clothing of civilians and troops within the 
city. The buildings, clothes and weapons depicted in the graphic 
novel all contribute to the immersive sense of historical visuality. 
The graphic novel simulates history and makes it almost tangible 
by recreating and imaging objects and people from the Nanjing 
Massacre.  
 
 Visually, both the Japanese and Chinese uniforms are 
accurate, which gives the narrative historical weight. For 
example, one of the Chinese soldiers named Lu is wearing a 
military uniform hat that has the same flaps across the front and 
insignia of the Chinese military.74 This easily visually denotes 																																																								
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him as a Chinese soldier. “The Captain” who stands behind him in the image above wears 
a large tattered overcoat over his uniform. This was a stylistic choice made by the author 
to help The Captain stand out.75 Lastly, the Japanese colonel has a traditional Japanese 
uniform for colonels in the Japanese army. The Japanese uniform for colonel resembles 
western uniforms, which became common after Japan’s extended period of 
modernization during the Meiji Era. The uniform  
 
 
 These uniform choices also serve to reflect the personality of the characters. The 
captain who wears a large 
overcoat is old, haggard and 
experienced, while the foot 
soldier named Lu, with a 
complete uniform, is depicted as 
uptight, rule abiding and 
inexperienced.76 This contrast 
represents the past of China and 
China’s future after the war. This 
metaphor, which accurate 
clothing helps to depict, 
culminates in the death of the 
captain and the survival of Lu at 
the end of the story. These 
characters function to represent 
losses of war, and what is 
salvageable or saved after a war. 
The historical visuals match the 
fictional personalities of the two 
characters.   
  
 
 While the Chinese in 
Young’s work and Nanjing 1937 
are generally portrayed as 
sympathetic and oppressed 
characters, their treatment of the 
Japanese military stands out as 
not entirely demonizing or one-
sided. Even in regard to tragedy 
within China, the enemy is 
portrayed in a partially 
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humanizing way. Even Nanjing 1937, for example, depicts a Japanese soldier who has 
second thoughts about engaging in or condoning the violence of his countrymen.77 Kuni 
ga Moeru, the Japanese depiction, expectedly humanizes the Japanese to some extent, 
separating “good Japanese” from “bad Japanese,” because the main character is, in fact, 
Japanese. This protagonist is horrified by the Japanese military’s actions. These situations 
make Japanese characters somewhat sympathetic too, as if to some extent they were the 
victims of their own incompetent and flawed command chains.  
 
 There is one exchange between The Captain and the Japanese troop colonel near 
the International Safety Zone. The Japanese officer states the ideals of East- Asian Co-
Prosperity and even comments on the barbarism of his own troops.78 This scene tries to 
explain the mentality behind the Japanese invasion of China, and acknowledges Japanese 
interests were at play, regardless of the immoral nature of these goals. Nanjing: The 
Burning City creates a Japanese voice, which gets a chance to explain the Japanese 
mentality on Japanese terms. This almost functions as a historical counter-argument, 
which is then toppled in the body of a more academic historical work. Despite being 
historical fiction, Nanjing: The Burning City serves as a nuanced explanation of Japanese 
ideology and action within China, while simultaneously conveying that Japanese actions 
in Nanjing were entirely devoid of morality and humanity.  
 
 
 Nanjing 1937 also portrays 
Japanese soldiers, and includes one 
passage in which a Japanese soldier 
who is hesitant to pike a civilian is 
berated into doing so by his 
commanding officer. He is nervous 
at first, and clearly does not want to 
engage in such a violent act.79 He 
eventually gives in to the officer’s 
orders and pikes the helpless 
Chinese civilian. He looks fearful 
as he does it, but is then praised by 
fellow soldiers and the 
commanding officer. When the 
officer asks, “Can you do this 
again,” the cadet willfully says yes, 
as if his outlook on violence toward 
Chinese people has changed.80 
Nanjing 1937 does not work as 
hard as Nanjing: The Burning City 																																																								
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or Kuni ga Moeru to give the Japanese a voice or any sympathetic characterization. This 
fully Chinese product, after all, is catering to a nation-state whose national canon is that 
the Japanese military was wholly terrible as a group and as individuals during the war. 
Despite this, even Nanjing 1937 portrays initial apprehension on the Japanese side to the 
violent acts against the Chinese people. Overall, Nanjing 1937 indicates that there may 
have been initial apprehension to violence, but follows China’s narrative about Japanese 
ruthlessness, showing how even Japanese soldiers were brainwashed to be violent.  
 
 
Young’s graphic novel is a bit more 
generous to the possibility that there 
may have been Japanese 
apprehension to the violent acts that 
occur in Nanjing.81 Young introduces 
a minor Japanese soldier named 
Yoshi who is disgusted by the 
actions of his fellow Japanese 
soldiers and is ridiculed and ignored 
because of his sympathetic 
demeanor.82 The other Japanese 
soldiers, however, are in opposition 
to Yoshi and berate him for not 
condoning their rape of Chinese 
women. Young’s graphic novel 
shows that not all Japanese men were 
purely evil during the Nanjing 
Massacre, and demonstrates the 
potential for deviation from the 
narrative in Nanjing 1937 that all 
Japanese soldiers were monsters. 
Nanjing the Burning City humanizes 
the Japanese and shows them as 
multifaceted, while still being very 
open about the atrocities Japanese 
soldiers committed as well as the 
prevalence of such acts during the 
two-month occupation of the city.   
 
 Comics about tragedy are 
politicized, and even when they attempt objectivity they utterly fail. This is one of the 
aspects that differentiate comics as alternative histories, as opposed to nation-state canon, 
which always attempts to appear objective. Even Nanjing 1937 admittedly comes from a 
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sense of “national obligation” according to Young.83 Chinese comics about tragedy are 
inherently politicized, much like academic text histories. Comics, however, have a 
populist bent, are often more accessible and tell personal stories, the same personal 
stories used as primary accounts referred to in textbooks and articles. These Chinese 
comics serve to explain tragedy and personal experience that is deeply tied to the history 
and the identity of not just the nation-state, but also the population of the nation state. The 
Nanjing Massacre is a national tragedy that was experienced by Chinese citizens from all 
types of social positions, and tends to be used as the epitome of Japanese brutality, 
despite the Japanese army’s actions elsewhere.  
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Chapter 2) Japanese War Memory: Not so Different from Nanjing  
 
 Japan, much like China, has embraced narratives of wartime tragedy into their 
national canon and collective memory. In Japan the Atomic Bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, as well as, the first bombings of Tokyo have been memorialized with 
permanent museums and enshrinements to promote peace. Like the Nanjing Massacre, 
Japanese citizens gave countless personal accounts of their experiences about the atomic 
bombings, which have been reflected in textbooks, school auditoriums, and of course 
manga. Japanese manga have been known to tackle any subject including that of Japan’s 
own war atrocities against other nations like in Kuni ga Moeru. Nation-state canon in 
Japan and popular comic portrayal of the bombings are very similar in their narrative 
approach, and furthermore use similar narrative techniques to evoke sympathy that 
Chinese narratives about Nanjing, also employ. Focusing on individual narratives, 
creating an ominous atmosphere though stylistic choices, and evoking historical visuality 
through accurate portrayal of surroundings as well as imagined experiences are all 
constant through the Chinese comics as well and the Japanese manga. In Japan comics 
about historical tragedies are produced an openly criticized by various political factions 
within the country with different historiographical goals and interpretations.  
 
 Manga is so diverse in scope and subject matter that almost everything imaginable 
has been the subject of a manga at one point or another, even tragic historical events such 
as the Nanjing Massacre in Kuni ga Moeru, and the atomic bombing in the famous 
Barefoot Gen.84 Manga about atomic weapons and their aftermath, or the actual 
bombings of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, have been common fixtures in Japanese popular 
media.  
 
 The rightwing in Japan has been quick to criticize Kuni ga Moeru and many 
outright deny that the Nanjing Massacre even occurred. This is reflected in Neo- 
Nationalist rightwing mangaka [manga artist/writer] Kobayashi’s Sensoron [On War].85 
Kobayashi is a part of a political faction in Japan that wants to adjust Japan’s current 
“masochist” view of history, instead opting for one that is even more nationalist.86 Shinzo 
Abe, Japan’s own prime minister also believes this doctrine   and by extension, his inner-
circle in the LDP believe that debating history will put pressure on China to acknowledge 
the flaws in its own national history, and also encourage systemic reform of the Chinese 
government. The Japanese government’s stance is to put pressure on Chinese 
historiographical discourse by promoting the LDP’s own highly polarizing revisionist 
view of Japanese wartime history.87  
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 The criticism of Chinese historical memory regarding Nanjing, and its emotional 
content is ironic, particularly when examining graphic novels in Japan, that also relate to 
war atrocities on the Japanese archipelago. Within China Nanjing 1937 are claimed to not 
be “anti-Japanese” but rather anti-war. This claim mirrors claims about Japanese popular 
media about the bombings during World War II.88 Japanese media often claims that in 
WWII the bombings were avoidable and unexpected. These narratives are often used to 
promote peace, such as the famous Barefoot Gen that lines the gift shops of the 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombing and peace museums.  
 
 Studies of Barefoot Gen are omnipresent in the field of manga studies, and for 
this reason I would like to highlight the lesser-known work, Yunagi no Machi Sakura no 
Kuni [Town of Evening Calm, Country of Cherry Blossoms].89 Yunagi no Machi Sakura 
uses a different approach to visualize the damage of the Atomic Bombing of Hiroshima. 
Images of the actual immediate effects of the bomb are relegated to short flashbacks and 
remembrances of the characters. The story shows how the community is recovering from 
the bombing over a decade after the event, and explains the prolonged or delayed 
atrocities experienced by families in the aftermath of the bombing. Characters die of 
radiation poisoning, families are synthesized in the aftermath of the bombing because 
most of the characters’ blood relatives are dead, and teenagers start developing health 
complications in the prime of their lives. Yunagi no Machi Sakura demonstrates that 
memory goes beyond historical text and public opinion. Mental and physical scars caused 
by war stick with individuals and almost act as a physical collective memory. Yunagi no 
Machi Sakura is effective as a historical narrative because it reconciles the Atomic 
Bombing and a decade of consequences caused in its aftermath in the Hiroshima 
community.  
 
 Manga about atomic weapons and their aftermath or the actual bombings of 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima have been common fixtures in Japanese popular media. In 
addition to the famous manga, Barefoot Gen, that depicts the bombing of Hiroshima, a 
myriad of Japanese comics address the issues, such as Yunagi no Machi Sakura no Kuni. 
The lesser known more recent (2003-2004) Yunagi no Machi Sakura unlike Barefoot Gen 
doesn’t directly deal with the dropping of the bomb, but rather how the bombing of 
Hiroshima affected the community a decade later. It only shows the Atomic bombing 
through flashback sequences and sparsely uses them. Yunagi no Machi, Sakura no Kuni 
sold over 180,000 full volumes in Japan alone, was translated into English language 
editions by Last Grasp publishing in America, and was so popular that a film about the 
manga premiered at the Cannes International Film Festival and in Japan.90 Lastly it 
received notability and substantial clout when Yunagi no Machi, Sakura no Kuni won the 
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Osamu Tezuka Cultural Prize in 2005.91 While not a massive hit like Naruto or Dragon 
Ball of Shonen Jump, Fumiyo Kōno’s prolific work was well received. This makes it 
notable for being one of the few manga since Barefoot Gen about the atomic bomb that 
has seen so much success.  
 
 Fumiyo Kōno, the 
author of Yunagi no Machi 
Sakura no Kuni, stated that 
even though her editor 
suggested she write about the 
Hiroshima bombing, that she 
grew up actively avoiding 
subject matter about the 
bomb. Fumiyo Kōno, 
reflected that her avoidance 
of subject matter regarding 
the bomb made her feel 
“irresponsible” as well as 
“unnatural.”92 She states that 
her family was fortunate 
enough to not be first or 
second generation 
hibakusha.93 Fumiyo Kōno in 
other words felt an obligation 
as a resident of Hiroshima to 
learn more, and confront her 
hometown’s defining tragedy 
through research and her art form. Fumiyo goes on to say that when she lived in Tokyo 
she realized that even within Japan, many Japanese people knew very little about the 
effects and lasting aftermath of the atomic bomb.94 It was because of this lack of 
knowledge that Fumiyo Kōno decided to write Yunagi no Machi Sakura no Kuni. She 
employed her whole family to give accounts of what life was like in the aftermath of the 
bomb and to help her research the topic academically95 as well colloquially. Through 
lived testimonies and use of contemporary history Kōno forged her work that was 
explicitly meant to teach Japanese citizens what the aftermath of the atomic bombings 
were like for Hiroshima residents.  
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Art and Japanese Tragedy 
 
  Yungai no Machi, Sakura no Kuni does not directly emphasize and confront the 
actual experience of the atomic bombing, which makes it stand out as a narrative about 
national tragedy. Like Nanjing 1937, it makes use of flashback sequences, but these are 
an exception rather than the majority of the narrative like flashbacks are in Nanjing 1937. 
Only the Yunagi no Machi chapter of the manga volume employs flashbacks because the 
main character Minami is triggered and remembers the events of surviving the bombing 
in a very graphic way.96 Fumiyo Kōno uses fairly unrealistic or distorted figures that are 
simplified but evoke the idea of the scale of death. Like Barefoot Gen, she evokes the 
image of dead bodies floating in the river after people jumped into en masse to soothe 
their radiation burns from the bomb. The figures all are simplified but the drawing 
implies that they are stacked or piled under the bridge that crosses over the river. This 
shows the scope or severity of the bomb in regards to human life visually instead of with 
a number like canonical academically oriented histories. The number of bodies drawn 
serves to visualize the actual human cost the atomic bomb had on Hiroshima (killing 
140,000 people).97 Additionally, there are bodies strewn on the top of the bridge, missing 
limbs, with distorted faces, and burns. The figures on top of the bridge serve emphasize 
the charred skin and shrapnel from buildings and structures caused by the bomb. Lastly 
the destruction of the structure of the bridge shows the ability of the bomb to eradicate 
strong constructions. Despite being one of the only scenes that overtly depicts the 
immediate aftermath of the bomb, the scope and detail of the image completely 
demonstrates many destructive aspects that were the direct result of the atomic bomb. 
The simplistic stylized art is less about recreating a photorealistic image representation of 
what happened, but rather is trying to convey the memory or idea of what happened and 
what the character Minami sees and understands. The piled bodies are more simplified 
but similar in style to images from Barefoot Gen, as well as, images from Nanjing 1937. 
When Minami is triggered by the kiss due to her own feelings of guilt, this flashback 
serves to evoke not necessarily an actual historical event but rather her memory of the 
event.  
 
 In general aside from this one flashback sequence the art style of Yunagi no 
Machi, Sakura no Kuni is actually very tranquil and done using simple line drawing 
characteristic of many manga.98 It is representative of the post war, and shows smiling 
figures adjusting to life in the decades after the bomb. It is hopeful in town and looks to 
the future, emphasizing a narrative of peace and promoting non-proliferation of nuclear 
weapons.  Barefoot Gen has a slightly more detailed style, particularly in regards to the 
dropping of the bomb but also employs simplified images.  
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 Barefoot Gen is one of the most 
well known manga worldwide, and has 
frequently been discussed by academics 
such as Tessa-Morris Suzuki, who studies 
memory and portrayals of history in 
popular culture. 99 Suzuki used Barefoot 
Gen to be one of the first to suggest that 
comics may tackle historical events and 
experiences that primary sources and 
history textbooks cannot begin to 
adequately describe. The dropping of the 
atomic bomb and the experience of the 
explosion on the ground can be reimagined 
and animated on the page from a victim’s 
perspective. It's at best an approximation 
of an indescribable experience, but the 
animation can gesture or imply 
experiences of individuals in the story. It 
creates historical visuality that informs the 
viewer of events that cannot be adequately 
described without illustration or visuals.  
 Just from the images in Barefoot 
Gen readers get a wealth of information 
about the experience of the atomic bombing. This panel succinctly demonstrates the 
blinding light and heat from the bomb, because of how the shadowed figures shield 
themselves from the blast and the use of light and dark in the composition.100 To the left 
of this panel, Gen is clearly being forced back powerfully, which is demonstrated by the 
uniform, curved speed lines that draw the eyes of the reader to the left. Lastly, the panel 
on the bottom left shows the tiling on a traditional Japanese roof being blown away and 
crumbled using the onomatopoeia ”ゴクーツ”  which mimics the sound of crumbling or 
breaking.101  Obviously, so close to the epicenter of the bomb there is no way to truly 
know what it would have been like because there were no true survivors immediately 
under the explosion, but because Barefoot Gen is semi- autobiographical, the experiences 
can be accurate approximations of personal experience even if it is only a simulation or 
construction of what the reality might have been like. 
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 Barefoot Gen, like Nanjing 1937 and the flashback of Yunagi no Machi Sakura no 
Kuni, employs shocking visuals, which show the scope of the damage that the atrocity 
caused civilians, in the form of pictures of multiple dead bodies, stacked or strewn across 
a landscape.102 This shocking image, 
visualizes body counts that are often 
referenced in a few blurry photographs, or 
as a number in conventional historical 
narratives. By inserting facts and stylized 
images into a historical narrative about 
characters, it makes the image personal, and 
the character’s reactions serve to guide 
readers through the feelings of experiencing 
something so gut-wrenching.  
  
 A prominent example of this is when 
Gen comes across many victims’ bodies 
strewn throughout the river that runs 
through Hiroshima. Victims of the atomic 
bombing suffered extensive burns, and 
many reacted by jumping into the water of 
the rivers, where consequentially many 
people died.  In Barefoot Gen this actual 
occurrence is visualized, despite the fact 
that there were not photographs of this 
occurrence. It is a visualization of a 
memory.103 This visuality illustrates the 
event, implying how it actually might have 
looked to a young boy. It is about capturing a historical experience, rather than perfect 
historical accuracy. There is very little room for fact and accuracy when it comes to the 
portrayal of feelings, memories, and persona experiences that are reflected in various 
forms of art and writing, but that doesn’t make the experiences or recreations of these 
experiences invalid.  
 
 
Portrayal of the enemy 
 
 The one point of consistent difference between narratives about Nanjing and 
narratives about the atomic bomb is the portrayal of the antagonist or enemy. In the 
comics about Nanjing it was clear that individual Japanese soldiers committed the 
atrocities Nanjing 1937 and Nanjing: The Burning City emphasize specific Japanese 
soldiers and their actions such as the colonel and Yoshi in Nanjing: The Burning City. 
Japanese comics tend to deviate from these specific portrayals of Americans regarding 																																																								
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atomic bomb manga and instead emphasize the Enola Gay and the atomic bomb as 
symbols for the antagonists of the literal enemy.104  
 
 Barefoot Gen prominently displays the Enola Gay before the dropping of the 
bomb, flying over the city of Hiroshima. The Enola Gay is portrayed taking off and over 
the skies of Hiroshima and gets large panels to itself over the city after a peaceful scene 
of Hiroshima life, and then it gets two more panels after the bomb drops.105 The comic 
then shows the dropping of the bomb and prominently displays the bomb mid-descent.106 
This close up on the bomb is meant to emphasize it as the cause of the destructive 
antagonistic force that ravaged Hiroshima. At no point do you see the American pilots, 
the scientists who developed the 
bomb, or American president 
Truman. There is dialogue coming 
from the plane, meat to be the voices 
of the pilot and crew communicating 
on their mission about logistics of the 
mission. Because the readers never 
see the faces of the crew, the comic 
artist chose to emphasize the plane 
and bomb as the cause of the 
problem and the antagonistic force. 
At only one other point do readers 
see visual acknowledgements of 
American action, and this is when 
Barefoot Gen explains the second 
bombing of Nagasaki. There is only 
one panel showing both the plane 
and the bomb Fat Man that was 
dropped on the city of Nagasaki.107 
By using only the plane and the 
bomb again to represent the actors 
who bombed Japan, the narrative of Barefoot Gen clearly is trying to dehumanize, or 
distance humanity from the dropping of the bomb.  
 
 The planes and the bombs are symbols and stand-ins for American antagonists, 
but by not explicitly showing human antagonists, Barefoot Gen succeeds in emphasizing 
the narratives of the victims, and the narrative of peace promotion, instead of propping up 
American’s as distinct “enemies.” This differs from the approach of Chinese comics 
about Nanjing that directly show Japanese soldier, but the events in Nanjing that made it 
notable such as murder and rape by Japanese soldiers makes the portrayal of Japanese 
soldiers in this respect make sense, whereas, in Barefoot Gen, the Japanese in Hiroshima 																																																								
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only saw or experienced the plane or the bomb, in addition to the explosion.  Barefoot 
Gen is from the perspective of individuals on the ground, therefore, because it is trying to 
emphasize personal experiences and narratives that resemble those actually experienced 
by survivors it makes sense that the narrative avoids direct portrayal of American pilots.  
 
 Yunagi no Machi, Sakura no Kuni is even more extreme in that it never shows 
Americans when discussing matters of the bomb. The explosion, the Enola Gay, and even 
the bomb itself are omitted from the narrative entirely. This is largely because of the 
narrative Fumiyo Kouno is constructing in the years after the war. The story intentionally 
focuses on the lives, recoveries, and sicknesses of those who experienced the bomb, and 
is like other narratives of tragedy, one that emphasizes the survivors, or victims. The 
absence of Americans or American imagery serves to help guide the consumers of the 
historical narrative that the manga represents. By omission, Yunagi no Machi, Sakura no 
Kuni, shows that the memories of the victims and the bomb’s after affects are more 
important to learn about and remember, rather than even the event itself. The omission of 
the “enemy” refocuses history on the people who need support within Japan, the victims 
of the bomb. This is not unlike the approach of Nanjing 1937, which similarly, uses 
images of the present to represent the victims years later and emphasizes their 
importance.  
 
Surviving the Atomic Bomb with Barefoot Gen Sakura no 
Machi 
Burns and Injury 
Injuries and physical deformations are emphasized in 
manga narratives about the aftermath of the atomic 
bombs. Manga artists can show the progression of long-
term health conditions, and how they affect daily life and 
individual characters. This goes beyond the medical 
photographs of radiation sickness and burns often shown 
in textbooks and history exhibits in Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki.108 Victims of the Hiroshima atomic bombing 
who didn’t die instantly were known to develop radiation 
sickness anywhere from hours to years after the bomb 
was dropped. Furthermore many initial survivors were 
known to have had massive amounts of burns and peeling 
skin from the blast and radiation.109 The radiation caused 
internal bleeding, hair to fall out if it wasn’t burned off, 
blindness, and many other disabilities. In the Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki peace museums entire sections are 
designated just to describe what happened to victims in 
the aftermath of the bomb, and try to emphasize that the 																																																								
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destruction was not instant, but rather could have lifetime ramifications for survivors.  
Both Barefoot Gen and the later Yunagi no Machi, Sakura no Kuni emphasize the after 
effects of the bomb visually and through the verbal narrative.   
 
  In Barefoot Gen, 
charred bodies are 
portrayed and piled in 
many particularly brutal 
scenes. The health 
conditions in the 
immediate aftermath of 
the atomic bombing are 
depicted in scenes with 
countless bodies stacked 
up, or placed in rows in 
hospitals dying. The 
people in Barefoot Gen 
who are afflicted with the 
worst burns are 
characterized by looking 
almost as if their skin has 
turned to liquid and is 
melting off their 
bodies.110 While this is a simplification, it evokes feelings of horror and mass 
disfiguration using a simple line drawing. Using black figures for mouths and eyes, in 
combination with this melted skin evokes the immediate disfiguration caused by the 
bomb. The manga serves to represent the actual experience of being burned by showing 
the cries of pain and emotive expressions of the burn victims. This becomes a reflection 
of memory, rather than history, but does augment or support the textbook canon about the 
bombs in Japan, which often references the side effects of radiation poisoning and burns.   
 
 Yunagi Machi no Sakura no Kuni emphasizes the long-term effects of the atomic 
bomb. One striking scene is when Minami visits a bathhouse. She comments that nothing 
is entirely normal in the city of Hiroshima, and specifically comments that many of the 
women’s bodies have distortions.111 The panels show this by showing women in a 
bathhouse, with visible scars or skin distortions that came from burns or radiation 
complications in the aftermath of the bomb.112 Yunagi no Machi, Sakura no Kuni’s shows 
that the history of the atomic bombing and injuries from it stuck with the victims in the 
decades after the atomic bombing. The manga manages to emphasize the temporality of 
personal pain and lived experience in the aftermath of tragedy. Unlike the trauma of rape 
often portrayed in comics about Nanjing, the emotional scaring from the event often was 
accompanied with tangible physical deformities that evoked memories in the individuals 																																																								
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with afflictions. These scenes do not claim to represent the actual injuries of any 
individual, but do show the reader or consumer how injuries from the atomic bombing 
stuck with victims of the bombings in the aftermath of the event.  
 
 In addition to burns and scars, Yunagi no Machi Sakura no Kuni deals with the 
effects of prolonged radiation sickness in detail. Minami, the main character of the first 
arch, refuses to kiss a friend of hers 
who has a crush on her because she is 
triggered to flashback to the day 
the bomb dropped, she soon gets 
over this and explains to 
Uchikoshi, that she often feels 
guilty for surviving the bomb. 
Minami then explains that she saw 
her younger sister’s body charred to 
a crisp and that her older sister died 
two months after from radiation 
complications.113 This represents 
similar experiences that actually 
happened to and destroyed 
Japanese families after the 
bombing. While Minami is 
fictional, there is certain accuracy to 
how the bomb partially destroyed 
families, and that it caused 
emotional turmoil for those that 
survived them.   
 Minami herself, ten years 
after the bombing, ends up 
succumbing to radiation sickness. 
The manga shows how the sickness 
slowly progressed and seemed to 
come out of nowhere a decade after the bomb dropped. First Minami starts growing 
weak, then days later she is unable to stand. The manga goes on and charts that she 
started losing her appetite and eventually couldn’t keep her food down: She started 
coughing up blood and developed purple spots all over her body. 114Finally Minami 
eventually goes blind. All of these steps are visualized from Minami’s perspective. As 
Minami starts going blind the manga starts blurring the figures and drawings of 
surroundings and other characters. Eventually there is an entire page with blank panels to 
represent moving though multiple spaces and times blind since each panel in a comic is 
used for a different angle or scene.115 The textboxes are also used to indicate the 
placement of where figures would be on the panels, representing their thoughts or speech. 																																																								
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This shows that the comic is not just able to list the effects that the Japanese citizenry felt 
after the bombing of Hiroshima, but also simulates it from the perspective of the first 
chapter’s protagonist. By literally giving us the perspective of the victim Fumiyo Kouyo 
is able to teach an experience, in addition to simply listing what happened to victims. 
Though a comic book pales in comparison to actual radiation endured blindness, by using 
specific perspectives and characters consumers are sensitive to the historical effects of the 
bomb, and internalize the history instead of just reading it. 
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In Conclusion: East Asian Tragedy and the Graphic Novel 
 
 Japanese comic narratives like Chinese comic narratives both serve to subvert 
traditional historical mediums as alternative history. Tragedy, however, proves to be a 
great unifier, which tends to unite many aspects of subaltern and alternative history, with 
that of the canonical history perpetuated by the nation-state. Nanjing 1937 was intended 
to teach more people about individual experiences of Chinese victims in Nanjing, while 
Yunagi no Machi Sakura no Kuni, and Nanjing: The Burning City were explicitly created 
to educate individuals and to entertain them. Comic history is subversive in form but in 
tragedy narratives it is remarkably similar to messages portrayed by historical canon. 
Comics, however, serve to explain these similar historiographical narratives in an entirely 
different way because of the specific tools that the medium equips creators with. 
Historical visuality, characterization, and art conventions such as color, shading, and line, 
all effect how the historical narrative is internalized and perceived. This is because 
comics are not textbooks and are consumed in entirely different contexts for different 
reasons. Comics of all types have a wide demographic following, particularly in the East 
Asian marketplace.116 Historical comics infiltrate time spent on leisure and personal 
entertainment. When consumers grow attached to characters in a narrative they also begin 
to pay more attention to the setting and temporality that the characters are portrayed in. 
The Aesthetic qualities of a given work draw readers in and then characterization that 
takes place in a reader of literary or comic fiction, which causes emotional investment 
because of one’s self identification with the characters.117  This stems from emotional 
investment in the characters and their time investment and choice to read the materials 
generally speaking. Comics may not subvert traditional content of historical narratives 
but it subverts the usual method of historical learning, understanding, and relevance.  
 
 
A Tragic Ending 
 
 Haruki Murakami wrote, “History is our collective memory. If our collective 
memory is taken from us - is rewritten - we lose the ability to sustain our true selves." 
History is the construction of the past, while collective memory functions as society’s 
beliefs about the past. Ideally, memory would overlap with historical fact, but every 
narrative is politicized, and has a bias or perspective. This is particularly evident when 
creating historical narratives about national tragedy. The historical canon of any given 
nation-state is dripping with bias. Canonical nation-state histories often omit their own 
flawed actions, while emphasizing the wrongdoing of others against their own state. 
Historians have been combating these canonical historical trends by looking at alternative 
histories that often challenge or contradict the canon of the nation. In regard to national 
tragedy, however, the alternative or subaltern meets the canonical, and the two work 
together. Personal narratives and experiences help root national canon, and national 																																																								
116 Comipress. “The Rise and Fall of Weekly Shonen Jump: A Look at the Circulation of 
Weekly Jump.” http://comipress.com/article/2007/05/06/1923. 
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canon informs individuals about the scope of the damages done to the country. Historical 
comics about the Nanjing Massacre and the Atomic Bombings in Japan show how 
alternative history can employ aspects of national canon and mirror these arguments in 
less traditional histories. The use of images, characters, and even fictitious elements in 
some of these comics creates a narrative that is personal for readers to relate to on an 
emotional level as well as a factual one. Historical graphic novels rely on authentic 
“historical visuality,” according to Gerome DeGroot.118 Through the use of characters, 
often based on real people, and the construction of an authentic alternative to reality 
using visuals, artists are able to convey historical messages effectively and quickly to 
their readership and viewers. 
 
 Historical visuality and synthesizing memorable characters with whom the 
consumer identifies are indispensable when trying to convey a historical national tragedy. 
The visuality and focus on characters, however, serves to humanize the subject matter 
and immerse the consumer in a visual environment. By encouraging this type of 
understanding, a consumer is able to sympathize; using visuals, it is easier for consumers 
to imagine themselves in the setting of the story.119 These narratives are very good at 
evoking sympathy, which is why comics lend themselves as effective media for tragic 
historical events.  
 
  Concerning national tragedies and the victimization of a nation’s populace during 
war, even alternative histories become nationalist. Tragedy is a unifier of historical 
narratives, causing the canon and alternative histories to converge. Comic narratives, like 
Nanjing 1937, Nanjing: The Burning City, Yunagi no Machi Sakura, and Barefoot Gen, 
all reflect national sentiment, while also giving a voice to individuals who are not 
necessarily trained historians. These populist interpretations of history are based on the 
collective memory of these events rather than annals of historical fact. In the case of the 
atomic bombing and the Nanjing Massacre, personal stories and memories often are 
employed to strengthen the historical narratives. These histories are more than just 
reflections of tragic events, and are often portrayed as lived experiences of individuals, 
which gives them narrative power. These individual narratives, told visually, combine 
with national canon, and because of the universal message from the government, 
survivors, and media, most everybody within a given society accepts the collective 
memory of the tragic events, such as the Nanjing Massacre and the atomic bombing in 
Japan. These alternative narratives in graphic novels tell the same national story of 
canonical traditional narratives, using completely different methods. National tragedy 
breeds narrative uniformity within a nation, which is reflected by the patriotic narratives 
of graphic novels that seek to honor the dead.  
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